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Society of Circulating Exhibitions, which maintained its activities until the end of the empire. The annual shows of the society toured the principal cities, were well attended, and became a factor in the cultural life of the country. Most of Russia's progressive artists were affiliated with the society. Unfortunately, the rebels against routine and tradition declared war not only on the academy and its preposterous rules but also on old masters. Art, according to this view, was to be brought within the reach of the toiling masses (which, of course, never attended exhibitions); composition, design, and color were said to be of minor importance; what mattered was the social content of the picture. The most worthy subjects, inspired by a deeply felt protest against social injustice, however, do not necessarily make works of art. The tragedy of the Russian painters was that their draftsmanship, . sense of color, and knowledge of the principles of composition left much to be desired. The praiseworthy efforts of the pillars of the society, I. N. Kramskoy (1837-1887) and V. G. Perov (1834-1882), convincingly prove that these artists were mediocre painters, even though their hearts were in the right place. The once much-admired historical canvases by V. I. Surikov (1848-1916) and the huge battle pictures by V. V. Vereshchagin (1842-1904) are hopelessly dated and do not rise above a very humble level. The prolific, renowned, and unquestionably the most talented painter of this period, I. E. Repin (1844-1930), has no claim to any real contribution to art11
These pessimistic observations should not be taken as evidence that the revolt of the 1860ys and I87Q's was entirely sterile. The repudiation of academic routine was a wholesome move, and contained possibilities of which the painters of later generations availed themselves. Viewed in retrospect "revolutions" in art often appear stale; this is particularly apt to be the case in a country like Russia, which in the nineteenth century still remained outside the artistic currents of western Europe. The backwardness of Russia, which hedged off progressive influences by the narrow traditionalism of the Church and the Academy of Arts,, might help to an understanding of the situation but it does not alter it. If Russian composers won immediate recognition abroad while Russian painters (including those who, like
11 Every evaluation of art necessarily comprises an element of subjective Judgment. The official Soviet publication quoted in an earlier cfeapter (see p. 823 n. 12.} refers to Kramskoy Perovr Surikov, Vereshehagra, ami Repin in terms of unqualified admiration and praise. Russian pre-revolutionary art critics (V. M. Frich, A. Benois) snowed greater restraint and, I tiring a better sense of values.